THE HUNDRED-HEADED HYDRA
was delayed at Pezenas, by a series of fevers which might
well have killed him. He fought them down, and returned,
but not to find peace.
The terrible attack now to be directed against the
Cardinal may be considered as one of the episodes in the
long war which he waged against the insolence and
individualism of the nobles. But here it was not he who
took the offensive; it was his adversaries who gathered
around the Queen-Mother, hid under her authority with
the hope that she would impose her will upon the King,
and so tried to get their revenge and strike down the man
who had humbled them.
The more they toadied to him, the more respect they
showed to him, through natural servility and through
prudence, the more the nobles hated him. He was the
master: the aristocracy did not yet know it. They accepted,
not always without resistance, the royal authority. The
King being one of the finest gentlemen of France, his
superiority was not offensive. Richelieu made them aware
of the inflexible will of a dictator. These great vassals of
the Crown who did not scruple to revolt, in whose minds
France was only a federation of their fiefs, these dukes and
princes who, since the death of Henri iv, so often rose and
combined in the hope of exalting their own governments
and replenishing their own coffers, were suddenly obliged
to obey and accept a political conception, monstrous in
their eyes, by \vhich a central authority, unique and abso-
lute, was imposed with equal force on all parties in the
kingdom, levelled under the same yoke. For those old
families who had hitherto shared in the sovereignty, it
was a sheer insult. The maker of this revolution was not
even their equal by birth; a provincial noble, without
renown or fortune. His ancestors had served well no doubt,
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